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Introduction
TQM originated early 1970s in Japan and has been further developed in USA and other Western European countries. Many authors now see it as having been superseded by Business Process Reengineering (BPR), whereas others argue that TQM is still one of the most promising management approaches, and the underlying codes of the two are rather similar. During 1980s and 1990s TQM drifted to influence countries as well as regions and was seen as revolution in management methods and organizations recognized the need for a deeper focus, where TQM mainly spread to Europe. Its emergence generated enormous quantities of literature and journals that have been focusing on the analysis and principles of how TQM should be implemented in firms. According to Oakland [1] TQM requires to gain ground continuously and become a way of life in many firms. Therefore, TQM cannot become a way of life by night or immediately. Time is the most important factor in order to align the proper TQM philosophies and concepts as well as tools, techniques and systems into firm's culture [2] .
Time, resources, experience are not the only imperative that TQM requires. Human resources are as much required for TQM in order to succeed; by this we mean specifically Top management and Middle management. Hence, it could be noted that firms understanding of TQM is focal point within a firm and spreading information around. As Morgan and Murgatroyd [3] point out from their evidence that TQM understanding is sometimes limited in firms'. For this reason, TQM can be understood differently by managers and employees working within the firm. The issue that arises is that, how can TQM become "a way of everyday life" within a firm when managers and employees do not understand it totally? Hence, the purpose of this study is to explore firms understanding of TQM extent in wider approach such as the SEE region.
This research provides insights of a qualitative study that was conducted in the firms in South-East European Countries (Albania, Bulgaria, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Greece, Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia and Romania). Basically, one hundred (100) interviews were conducted with top and middle managers form these firms. The rationale of using qualitative approach was in order to dig underneath the quantitative data, testing the meaning of TQM concept from firms' top and middle managers and their view of linkages to wider individual and firm processes.
Theoretical view
According to Fotopoulos and Psomas [4] gurus such as Juran's quality of trilogy, Deming's 14 points as well as plan, do, check, act cycle, Crosby's quality management absolutes, Garvin's dimensions of quality, Ishikawa's cause and effect diagram, Feigenbaum's steps of quality, Taguchi's effort to turn firms into using statistical process control, and many other gurus respectively have represented the most vital elements of the TQM framework. There is no unique or specific model for implementing TQM, since it is a network of interdependent elements consisting of tools, techniques, systems, philosophies and concepts [5] . However, TQM implementation is nearly never 100 percent because some firms implement some elements, where as some implement other elements.
On the other hand, a number of 'soft' elements were introduced in order to increase the awareness of TQM philosophies and concepts for firms' overall improvement. 'Soft' TQM elements incorporate the following: total employee involvement, continues improvement, strategic quality planning, continues training, teamwork, empowerment, customer satisfaction, information and analysis, supplier management, top-management commitment and support, democratic management style, culture change.
A high number of firms around the world have adopted some elements of TQM and continually demonstrate significant benefits. Also it is noted that there is a high demand for improved measures of firms' performance in relation to TQM. Yet an interesting study conducted by Psychogios et al. [6] on the impact of TQM on Middle Managers working in the Greek service industry provided some insights how they perceived TQM and its both elements, however this was done only for the service industry and in a particular country that did not fulfill the requirements of a region. There are many studies on analyzing 'hard' and 'soft' elements of TQM, however, one can argue that they all have focused on statistical analysis such as the study of Fotopoulos and Psomas [4] as well as Psychogios et al. [6] that focused on constructing validity through confirmatory analysis. Yet, Talib et al. [7] developed a study in order to priorities the practices of TQM through an Analytical Hierarchy Process (AHP) focusing on service industry. Therefore it is an interesting point to research such kind of relationship in region which has not been explored yet and crosscheck similar studies such as that of Psychogios et al. [6] for reliability and validity not only in the service industry or in a particular country rather than in region such as SEE where no light has been shade on TQM in qualitative method.
Methodology
The research was conducted in SEE region through questionnaire. Based on the above men-tioned 'hard' and 'soft' TQM elements and the results from their familiarity and adoption, a questionnaire was designed and reviewed by quality management academics and professionals and tested though a pilot study. Initially, the present research was designed on the basis of received 350 questionnaires (respondents) out of 1000 that were sent to firms, visits, e-mail, fax and posted. This survey method has three interrelated advantages. The first is that through this method we aimed to come up with conclusions referring to firms in SEE region and the impact of TQM. The interest and familiarity of firms with the hard and soft side of TQM is another point that from the methodological perspective firms from different sectors answered the survey and that were mainly middle and top level manager. Therefore, the survey obtained a variety of responses that include different views on TQM; it was important and feasible for such as TQM issues to have access to this middle and high level managers.
Findings
As mentioned earlier, this study is interested to identify the impact and familiarity of the hard and 'soft' aspect of TQM. One way would be to explore the effect from each of these 'hard' and 'soft' aspects of TQM on individual attitudes. However, this would result to miss the whole picture of TQM we intend to explore. In other words, this study was interested to analyze the soft side and the hard side as a whole and not as separate entities. Thus, two types of measures of 'soft' and 'hard' TQM were developed. We start in this case with the 'soft' elements since it got lower.
The first or the 'soft' side of TQM is based on philosophies and concepts and this is done through the summation of variables, which is formed by combining several individual variables into a single composite measure (Hair et al., 1998) . Therefore in our case regarding the soft side of TQM, the sum of 10 TQM elements can form one single variable. There are two basic arguments for following this method. The first one is related to the theoretical notion that these concepts together compose what 'soft' TQM is all about explained in chapter three. Thus, by adding these concepts together we can represent the multiple aspect of 'soft' TQM in a single measure. The second argument is related to the statistical reliability of these concepts, which allow us to add these items together. More specifically, the diagnostic measure that has been used is Cronbach's Alpha, which is the most widely used to test of reliability coefficient and construct validity [8] . The lower value of Cronbach's Alpha that is generally agreed is 0.7. However, this may decrease to 0.6 in exploratory research [9] . Thus the ten identified items that compose the summated variables Soft TQM presented a moderate level of reliability with alpha coefficient over 0.6. This level of reliability is accepted since our research is an exploratory one.
However, one could claim that this is quite arbitrary approach since there is no confirmed theoretical basis that these ten concepts are parts of a single phenomenon. In respond to this criticism we have chosen to develop a second type measure of 'soft' TQM, which now includes most of the concepts described earlier. Once again the purpose was to explore the 'soft' side of TQM as a whole and not to use each item separately. In contrast, we can select those that they seem to represent most this complex concept. One basic method of achieving this is through the Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) [10] .
These analyses provide variables that seem to be the most representative of 'soft' TQM. According to the standard practices of EFA with rotation to an orthogonal solution by variemax method was used [11] .
After the purification procedure the following factor structure emerged as shown in the table below. Quality Driven Culture as the first factor of 'soft' TQM concepts. Management Commitment and Customer Satisfaction was the second factor, whereas Continues Improvement the third one. The first factor is composed of the concepts of training, teamwork, employee empowerment and quality culture, the second factor is composed of strategic quality, customer orientation & management commitment and the third by the concepts of continues improvement, scientific decision making & quality improvement.
The table below shows that alpha coefficient for each emerged factor that confirms the statistical reliability of the three new variables. Thus, the measurements of the new variables can be obtained by a simple summation of the items included in each factor. From the three identified factors, one (Factor A -Quality Driven Culture) and second (Factor CContinues Improvement) present regular levels of reliability with alpha coefficient values over 0.7. The other factor (Factor B -Management Commitment and Customer Satisfaction) presents also alpha factors greater than 0.7 but are lower in comparison to other two factors. In addition, moderate and accepted level of reliability with coefficient alpha is between 0.6 and 0.7 [8, 9] . Based on the above test we notice that Soft TQM 1 or factor A gained higher alpha coefficient but also worthy to mentioned that it consisted of four items/principles of TQM that are closer and belong to Quality Driven Culture with alpha coefficient 0.785. The second factor that emerged in 'soft' side or with other words the second most familiar factor is Continues Improvement, with 0.740 alpha coefficients. Finally the lowest factor in this case gained Management Commitment and Customer Satisfaction, with 0.704. The next step in our analysis is to examine how we can measure the 'hard' side of TQM. As mentioned this side consists of a variety of management practices that can be found in many Quality Management books, they are globally accepted as useful quality improvement techniques.
Again a purification procedure was needed for the 'hard' side in order to classify the emerged factors. The first factor that emerges from the 'hard' side is Quality Systems. Lean Operations and Qual- Accordingly, from the tests shows in the table below, we can automatically notice that 'hard' side gained higher alpha scores compared to 'soft' side of TQM. Thus, the alpha coefficient for each emerged factor as said earlier confirms the statistical reliability of each variable. The summations of each factor provided the following reliability based on from the greater one from the three identified factors and that, first (Factor B -Lean Operations), second (Factor C -Quality Planning & Control) presented high level of reliability and validity as well, the cronbach's alpha for both factors is higher than 0.9. The other factor (Factor C -Quality Systems) presents also reliable coefficient 0.8 which solid in this case. 
Conclusions
Based on the overall findings TQM seems to be important in the region. The majority of the respondents also said that quality improvement is one of the top priorities within their companies or putting it in other words TQM is one of the popular initiatives in SEE region.
TQM seems to play an important role in the region. The great majority of our respondents stated that quality improvement is one of the top priorities within their organizations. In addition, findings show that TQM is one of the most popular quality initiatives in SEE region.
However, despite firms familiarity of 'soft' TQM concept and ideas, their level of understanding and knowledge towards these concepts is skeptical. Without any doubt TQM has become a substantial issue on the SEE firms agenda. Firms in SEE region have undertaken many steps towards the TQM approach before it could be said to be a core organizational principle.
Moreover, there is evidence that TQM has got somewhere in the SEE region. In other words, TQM has affected their perception on several aspects of their everyday work, such as empowerment and work effort. However, this effect came mainly from the familiarity with 'hard' management practices rather than from their awareness of 'soft' concepts. This fact suggests that firms hold a realistic view of TQM. Although the 'soft' TQM side is something good and useful in their minds, it has little to do with organizational reality. The one that really matters is the 'hard' side.
To sum up, firms in SEE region are more familiar with 'hard' side than with the 'soft' side of TQM. This might also mean that firms in SEE region are not implementing and working on 'soft' side as much as they work on the 'hard' side. Nevertheless, the 'soft' side incorporates people and it is more difficult to manage, for this reason it is recommendation that SEE firm focus more toward the 'soft' side of TQM in the future.
